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Ask any economics student what is the most distinguish-
ing feature of a free economy and he is likely to answer 
that it is the unimpeded flow of goods and services based 
on purely market factors. A concomitant aspect, but fre-
quently taken for granted, is the mobility of labor. Men 
must be free to move to change jobs. The shortage of 
technical, professional and executive skills during and 
after World War II encouraged the growth of both public 
and private employment agencies and gave birth and 
momentum to a new phenomenon, the executive search 
firms. The latter, of course, concentrate on high level 
administrative, technical and professional personnel 
where the shortage has been and continues to be most 
acute. 
Despite the encroachment of government regulations 
and controls we are still largely a market economy and 
the tremendous expansion of business nationally and 
throughout the free world is a tribute to the self gener-
ating qualities of the free enterprise system and its ability 
to respond to endless human wants. But increased market 
opportunity has also bred increased competition demand-
ing new and better product development, better produc-
tion methods, better advertising and sales appeals, better 
methods of distribution, and better prices and services. 
Business survival and expansion depend on a company's 
consistent dedication to innovation in products, methods 
and management and the only real key to its future is in 
the quality of its personnel. Hence, the search for admin-
istrative, technical, and professional executives has be-
come intensified and will expand as the economy expands. 
T H E QUARTERLY 
for Talent 
by Gordon H. Armbruster 
The Why & How of The Search Firms 
The response to this need is the development and rapid 
growth of firms specializing in finding executive level 
personnel for growth and change conscious companies. It 
has also expanded the activities of many long-established 
consulting organizations to include an executive place-
ment service in their client offerings. The latter have 
found, as will be discussed below, that a recruitment 
service offers many dividends beyond the immediate re-
turn for a successful placement. 
It would be appropriate at this point to distinguish the 
executive search firm from the employment agency. In 
the first place, the agency operates on a contingency 
basis, that is, it receives its fee on placement of the 
candidate, billing the individual and receiving its fee from 
either the new employee or the company. Although 
agencies place people at all levels, search firms usually 
confine themselves to the upper or top echelons. Agencies 
obtain their applicants almost entirely by advertising, 
either by listing specific job opportunities or by indicating 
the broad job areas in which they specialize. Most search 
firms do little advertising, depending rather on their con-
tacts and to a lesser extent on their files (developed by 
referrals), and on those executives quietly on the prowl 
who let the search firms know of their availability for 
sufficient inducement. In fact, the search firms' most 
proudly proclaimed attribute is the emphasis on their 
ability to get the man who is "not looking," the one who 
is respected for his effectiveness and "wanted" by his 
present employer. Most importantly, the search firms em-
phasize what is referred to below as the "total situation" 
approach to placement. They concern themselves with 
the organizational and personal interrelations as well as 
the technical aspects of the job. The one or two candi-
dates who are finally presented to the company manage-
ment have therefore been screened for compatability with 
the situation. This is not to say that reputable agencies 
will not take cognizance of suitability factors in submitting 
candidates, but they are more concerned with the mini-
mum technical qualifications and since their responsibility 
is primarily to the individual job seeker, they generally 
leave the appraisal of what may seem to be extraneous 
factors to the company. This is particularly true of those 
agencies whose placement activities are mostly involved 
with jobs where elements of personality and compatibility 
are less vital. Since, as well, the agency fees are generally 
considerably lower than those charged by search firms, 
they cannot afford the comprehensive appraisal which is 
the reputable consultant's most significant contribution. 
The search firms, varing in size from one-man "phone 
booth" type of operations to the larger consulting organi-
zations, find personnel for their clients on either a fee 
basis ranging from 15 to 25% of the placed man's first 
year's base compensation plus expenses, or on a per diem 
and expense basis with a guarantee not to exceed a given 
amount or percentage of the first year's base. Sometimes 
referred to facetiously as "head hunters" or "pirates" by 
employers who lose a key man through these efforts, the 
search consultants serve a useful purpose in ensuring the 
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mobility referred to in the opening paragraph. At the 
same time, as a countervailing influence, they sometimes 
force a reluctant management to take a look at and im-
prove compensation and personnel policies so as to retain 
valuable middle and upper level executives. Ironically, 
such attractions as pensions, deferred compensation and 
increased base pay policies may serve more to hold the 
complacent and inadequate performers than to attract 
and retain the ambitious and competent. The latter do 
not, as the old saying goes, live by bread alone. Their 
interest in accomplishment, in being able to achieve work 
goals, makes them acutely sensitive to the organizational 
climate of the company. Thus, they are often inclined to 
look beyond financial and related emoluments of office. 
The quality of management tends to be self-perpetuating: 
poor management retains and attracts ineptitude, and 
good management persists by retaining and obtaining 
competency. 
By the same token, a good man will think twice before 
giving up attained rights and benefits in generous deferred 
payments and pension funds in this era of high income 
taxes. A recent article in The Wall Street Journal pointed 
out the tremendous growth in fringe or supplemental 
benefits to employees base pay since World War I I . Wage 
and salary payments have increased three-fold but fringe 
benefits such as employer-paid insurance and pensions 
have increased six-fold. It is not known how great an 
effect these benefits have had upon job changing at the 
professional and executive level, but in the last fifteen 
years job switching among production workers has de-
creased from 7% to 4% of the labor force. Up to a point 
the reduction of turnover reduces costs and provides more 
efficient operations, but it is not too big a step from 
stability to stagnation, and this is particularly true at the 
executive level. 
That the growth of fringe benefits acts as a deterrent 
to the free mobility of labor which is essential to the 
operation and development of a market economy, there 
can be little doubt. Nevertheless, and fortunately, the 
growth of our economy generally and the expansion of 
specific businesses as well as the ambition, the desire for 
change, and the fascination of a new challenge on the 
part of the individual, still operate at the executive and 
professional level and assure a degree of fluidity. These 
factors are largely self-generated. But more significant 
are the numerous instances in which the petty and some-
times monumental foibles of an inept top management 
provide the prideful and the capable with the stimulus to 
change. However, the author does not wish to stress this 
side of executive placement. Restlessness and discontent 
as personality components are not to be condemned 
per se; these, in reasonable amounts and properly directed, 
are the ingredients of progress and essential elements in 
the personalities of the doers and innovators. 
Thus, the employment agencies and the executive 
search firms serve as facilitating media for the movement 
of personnel horizontally and vertically. The great ma-
jority of people engaged in this activity either in the 
search firms, the management consulting firms, or the 
public accounting firms endeavor to do a professional job 
by careful appraisal of the total situation and of the can-
didates so that a good match can be assured and they 
can take pride in their accomplishments. Of course, there 
are always the few who do not meet these standards. The 
executive looking for a new opportunity or one who is 
temporarily out of a position, perhaps because of a merger 
or company retrenchment, may avail himself of the serv-
ices of self-styled personnel consultants. They will, for a 
fee, prepare his prospectus and furnish him with a list of 
companies and names to solicit which he himself could 
have culled from Standard and Poors. To really embellish 
the appeal, the executive may be given a battery of 
psychological tests from which his positive points are pulled, 
polished and published, and the negative are either 
ignored or refurbished in vacuous platitudes. These highly 
stylized presentations are easily identified by the experi-
enced employment manager (who may be irritated rather 
than attracted every time one appears in his heap of 
applications), but they sometimes deceive the less sophisti-
cated interviewer. 
Fortunately, the great majority of those involved in 
this activity are ethical and skilled placement consultants 
who assess position requirements as well as personal qual-
ities with the objective of an optimum matching of 
attributes. The experienced search executive, whether he 
obtains his prospects from personal search, referrals, want 
ads, or from other recruiters or consultants, will still see 
that the candidate's record is verified and that his qualifi-
cations are checked with the position requirements. 
The Public Accountant & Executive Search? 
It is, of course, the systematic analysis of both the indi-
vidual applicants and of the characteristics of the position 
to be filled which differentiates the professional in place-
ment from the employment agency. Increasingly, the 
major management consulting organizations and public 
accounting firms are offering placement services. 
All of us in the firm know that public accounting organ-
izations have participated in this activity in varying de-
grees for many years. For the public accounting firm the 
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activity probably started when the first individual prac-
titioner employed his first bright young man to be a staff 
man and a client tried to employ the man to be the 
controller. This was a natural outgrowth of our relation-
ships with our clients. On the one hand, we may have 
observed a need for additional talents in the accounting 
department; on the other hand, of course, the client may 
have recognized his need and either approached one of 
our staff members or asked our help in finding accounting 
personnel. Such activity was, however, occasional and 
random, at best a hesitant venture into another possible 
client service without the conviction that this was an area 
in which the accounting firm should serve their clients. 
Further, it was realized that an unfortunate selection or 
a sincere referral who turned out to be unqualified for the 
position either because of technical deficiencies or of the 
personality conflicts could cause embarrassment in client 
relations. 
But the risks do not outweigh the advantages of suc-
cessful placement, much less do they excuse an evasion 
of responsibility. The certified public accountant is in a 
very good position to uncover the ultimate dollars and 
cents evidence of weaknesses in administrative and tech-
nical performance through either his annual audits or 
management services engagements. It is a logical and 
obvious step from the observation of a client's need for 
a replacement of inadequate personnel or a strengthening 
of the staff with a necessary specialist, to assist in the task 
of finding the "right" man for the client. This work 
could, of course, be turned over to an organization 
specializing in recruitment. But the accounting firms are 
finding that client relations as well as professional stand-
ards may be best served by providing this service them-
selves. They are increasingly becoming involved by intent 
as well as by necessity and most of them now have or are 
developing a professional service in this area. 
TRB&S and the Professional Approach to Placement 
At this point, we might well outline the features of a 
professional service in executive placement such as we are 
now developing at TRB&S. At the outset, it must be 
stated that a client placement activity is not entirely new 
to the firm. Several of our offices have from time to time 
handled search assignments and the management services 
arm of TRB&S—Canada has had an organized service of 
this nature for several years. However, it is now our 
objective to plan and implement this service on a national 
basis and have additional qualified people in the firm to 
carry out search assignments. 
To clarify what is involved in such a program, we can 
draw upon the experience of the placement function in 
the Executive Office during the first year it has been in 
operation. Significantly, the very fact that this service is 
available has precipitated a considerable number of re-
quests from our offices to give assistance to their clients. 
These have ranged from one extreme illustrated by the 
incidental inquiry: "Do you happen to know of a good 
controller for us?" to the genuine search assignments to 
find the "right" man. The distinction made here between 
casual inquiries and search assignments should emphasize 
the difference between the general review of resumes in 
response to a request and the total situation appraisal of 
the client's needs which is the professional approach to 
placement. 
That the inquiry should if possible be turned into a 
search assignment is evident. That this cannot always be 
done, and that there will be a variety of situations requir-
ing flexibility in approach is also apparent. The objective 
in all circumstances, however, should be to assure the 
quality of the undertaking to the extent of our participa-
tion. Even in the case where the client has not requested 
a search, we should not merely send resumes culled from 
the files but only recommend candidates known to the 
firm. We have an obligation to both the client and to the 
candidates. The qualified man to us may be anathema to 
the client; the price of a career misadventure for the man 
may be one of life-long regret. Whether we like it or not, 
any resumes we send to a client may be looked upon as 
endorsements, and common sense dictates that we know 
the man behind the record, his character as well as his 
performance. If we recommend a candidate who meets 
the qualifications of the position and is personally com-
patible with the people involved, we may bask in the 
client's satisfaction with us; if not, he will certainly be 
disappointed with the selection. 
Our objective should be to convince the client of the 
need to have qualified personnel who can be found only 
after a systematic appraisal of the candidates and of the 
position. It should be pointed out that the circulation of 
resumes is the task of the employment agencies, and even 
of them, people expect and ask some rough sorting based 
on gross criteria. If they do not do a preliminary screen-
ing, people soon stop doing business with them. Since we 
are a professional organization in our other services, we 
must apply similar standards to this endeavor. It is our 
responsibility to conduct this service on a systematic and 
professional basis. This means we must know as much 
about the job situation as possible, including the signifi-
cant facts about the company: size, location, competition, 
the technical requirements of the position, the peer and 
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subordinate relationships, compensation and related bene-
fits, future opportunities, etc. From these facts we must 
also delineate the emergent personal specifications such 
as age, education, and experience requirements, and 
finally, the often more vital other half of the job, the 
unwritten aspects, the disposition (or indisposition) of the 
boss, the working climate, the degree of competitiveness 
among peers and subordinates, the extent of organization 
or lack of it, and the quality of personnel. 
By similar criteria, we should assess and know the can-
didates. In this respect, a thorough reading of the records 
should provide most of the answers. We can, of course, 
never expect 100% success in prediction. Critical situa-
tional subtleties are elusive, we may misinterpret the evi-
dence, and the variables of human and situational change 
are beyond our control, but a systematic gathering and 
weighing of the evidence should enhance our batting 
average significantly. 
It should be evident from the above that a position de-
scription is more than a simple recitation of its basic 
technical components. Even positions requiring profes-
sional training in such areas as accounting, engineering, 
and physics differ widely, not only in their special tech-
nical requirements, but in the attendant personal quali-
ties involved. As one goes up the organizational ladder, 
the more vital become personal attributes such as judg-
ment, persistence and persuasiveness to name a few. The 
requirement for managerial skills may become more im-
portant than the technical know-how which a less sophis-
ticated definition designates as primary. Thus, a profes-
sional placement function entails a comprehensive and 
systematic analysis of the total position requirements and 
a similar analysis of the attributes of the candidates so 
as to approximate the best matching of characteristics. 
While one does not have to be a personnel psychologist 
to carry out an effective program in screening and place-
ment, certain personal qualities are essential. A knowl-
edge, born of experience, of broad occupational categories 
and company organization structure, coupled with a syste-
matic and disciplined approach to the reading of the 
evidence are techniques of both personal inclination and 
acquisition. For the most part, experience in dealing with 
people, general knowledge of business operations, and the 
qualities of insight and interest are the foundations upon 
which the techniques of executive placement and ap-
praisal can be learned. 
It is significant that the attendant values of a placement 
service may be as important to us as the placement activity 
itself. In fact, any one of the supplementary benefits 
would justify the existence of the service. 
To enumerate the most obvious: 
1. The satisfaction of knowing that a client has been 
well served. 
2. The satisfaction which comes from assisting a well 
qualified candidate obtain a good position. 
3. The opportunities to place our own staff personnel 
who have decided to leave public accounting. 
4. The opportunity to complete or round out our 
service when involved in a systems or reorganiza-
tion engagement. 
5. The building of public relations by interviewing 
candidates referred to us by our clients, bankers, 
and others, and referring qualified candidates to 
our clients. 
One additional feature requires separate treatment. 
The inquiry or request to find an executive provides us 
with an opportunity to analyze the client's organizational 
problems which gave rise to the request. As a result of 
this study, it may be determined that there is no need for 
an additional man, or that the man is already in the com-
pany, or that the type of skill sought and the position 
itself, require redefinition. Whatever the problem the 
solution may involve organization, position, and proce-
dural changes as well as finding the "right" man. The 
opportunity to set up an internal management develop-
ment program may be a natural accompaniment. Finally, 
exposure to the client's manning requirements may bring 
out auxiliary or additional services requirements which 
the alert TRB&S representative should bring to the atten-
tion of the client. Significantly, by thoroughly analyzing 
the client's situation, we are carrying out our obligation 
to provide the client with the best possible service in the 
light of his problems. 
In summary, it must be emphasized that the placement 
function should not be considered as a separate service, as 
something we have taken on in addition to our other-
activities, another commodity to be sold in our general 
store of services. It should rather be understood as a part 
of our total services concept. I t enlarges and extends and 
in a very real sense rounds out our capabilities by assuring 
that, in addition to providing the recommendations and 
the proper candidate to carry out the recommendations 
. . . . the executive placement function is both an oppor-
tunity and a responsibility. 
12 T H E QUARTERLY 
